ANDREW JENSON IN NEW ZEALAND 1895-1896 by Riley Moffat

Andrew Jenson was Assistant Historian of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints for
many years. He was born in 1850 in Damgren, Denmark. The family joined the Church in 1854 and
emigrated to Utah in 1866, settling in Pleasant Grove. After a mission back to Denmark Andrew
become interested in publishing material about the history of the Church. In 1888 he traveled
throughout the Eastern U.S. collecting material on Church history.
In 1891 Jenson was called and set apart as a "historian in Zion" by Apostle Franklin D.
Richards to collect Church history material in the stakes and missions of the Church. On May 2,
1895 Jenson was again set apart under the hands of Presidents Wilford Woodruff, George Q.
Cannon, Joseph F. Smith and Apostle Franklin D. Richards to travel throughout the world collecting
Church history in all the missions. This mission would last for over two years.
His missionary certificate is worded as follows:
"To all persons to whom this letter shall come: This certifies that the bearer, Elder Andrew
Jenson, is in full faith and fellowship with the Church of Jesus Christ ofLatter-day Saints, and by its
general authorities has been appointed to a mission to the various nations of the earth, where said
Church is established, to preach the gospel, and to administer in all the ordinances thereof,
pertaining to his office and to collect information by the examination of records, etc., essential or
desirable for the writing and preservation of the correct history of the various missions of the
Church, and we invite all men to give heed to his teachings and counsels as a man of God, and to
assist him in his travels and historical labors in whatsoever things he may need, or that may be
advantageous in the prosecution of his inquiries. And we pray God the Eternal Father to bless Elder
Jens on and all who receive him and minister to his comforts, with the blessings of Heaven and
earth, for time and all eternity. In the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.
Signed at Salt Lake City, Territory of Utah, May 9 th, 1895, in behalf of said Church.
Wilford Woodruff,
George Q. Cannon,
Joseph F. Smith,
First Presidency."
Jenson began his mission on May 11, 1895, traveling first to Hawaii where he spent two
months gathering records then sailed on to Fiji, Tonga, and Samoa. He finally arrived in Auckland,
New Zealand on October 10 th to commence his tour of the Australasian Mission, as it was then
known. All throughout his mission he not only kept a personal journal but prepared letters which
he sent back to Salt Lake to be printed in the Deseret News on what appears to be about a weekly
basis. Of course it took two or three months for the letters to reach Salt Lake from New Zealand.
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What makes Jenson's letters enjoyable reading as well as providing primary source material
is that like all successful writers of his era he used language to describe situations and scenery to
paint a picture in his reader's minds. Today we use photographs or videos instead, making eloquent
descriptive language nearly obsolete.
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Jenson's letters describe to the Deseret News' readers the condition of the Church in New
Zealand. He visited all the conferences and most of the many branches, usually in the company of
the mission president, William Gardner, and various of the missionaries. He collected information
to take back to Church headquarters and spent considerable time going over the historical records
of the mission, conferences and branches and teaching local leaders how to keep accurate records.
His itinerary was surprisingly similar to ours. Most of the little branches he describes no longer
exist. In the 1880s the missionary work in New Zealand had shifted from working with the
Europeans to working with the Maori. This meant going into the rural areas where the Maori lived.
Most of the branches then were associated with the Maori pa or villages rather than the European
towns. Now our wards and branches are centered in towns and cities.
In this presentation I will attempt to share some of Andrew Jenson's general impressions of
New Zealand, the Church and the Maoris to help us understand this pivotal period of Church history
in New Zealand.
Missionary work in New Zealand started in 1854 and was very slow and intermittent until
1875. Most of the strong European families that converted during that time emigrated to Utah. In
1895 there were 60 elders in New Zealand, working mostly with the Maoris. There were 12 Maori
districts and 3 European districts with 3288 members. Only 206 of New Zealand's 686,000 pakeha
were LDS while 3,100 of the 42,000 Maori were, or about 8%.
After arriving in Auckland, Jenson first went up north to see the Going family in Ruatangata,
just like us, where he describes in detail the kauri gum digging and logging business. In visiting the
branches here Jenson experienced a bit of culture shock when everyone lined up to "hongi" with
him.
"There being a flourishing branch of the Church at Te Horo, about thirty native Saints were
there to receive us. As soon as we emerged from the timber they commenced to call out, "haeri mai,
haeri mai" (come, come) and after we had forded the river they strung themselves in a long line in
front of the meeting house to receive our undivided greeting which meant both shaking hands and
rubbing noses. This certainly was a new and novel experience for me. I had learned a great number
of new departures and native ways during my sojourn among the Hawaiians, Fijians, Tongans, and
Samoans; but none of these indulge in that particular mode of greeting which the Maoris call
"hongi," (nose rubbing). Well I made a failure of the first attempt. Elder Gardner, evidently
forgetting that I was a new hand, started out in such good earnest for himself that he was half way
down the line before I had unsaddled my horse and was ready to commence. I was just getting my
nose ready to start in when my courage failed me. All at once I seemed to forget the verbal
instructions I had received about this same "hongi" business. Was I to press with the top of the
nose, or the left or right side or all around, I had forgotten all. The president of the branch, who is
also a chief, stood at the head of the line; and he was the first to be greeted as a matter of course.
There be stood with his large Grecian nose all ready for action. No, I could not, I had forgotten how!
Or rather, I had not learned yet. I simply gave him a hearty regular Mormon hand shaking and
passed on to the next, while he gave me a sympathizing look. He seemed to take in the situation;
but this was not the case with all the rest. What was the matter with the new Elder, or the
"kailuhituki" (writer) as they called me from the beginning. Did I feel above "hongi" ing with them;
else why didn't I do like the rest of the Elders. Well I made a public confession before conference
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was through, and in the absence of a better excuse I tried to make them believe that I was a bashful
young man who feared that I would be laughed at, if I shouldn't do it just right; and so I had
postponed the experiment till I could learn it in a more private way. But I assured them that as I
had been practicing with the president of the branch and others between meetings that I would
"hongi" with all of them before I left them. That was satisfactory, and according to latest accounts
none of the Te Hore Saints have apostatized through my neglect of duty."
He also noted the long ceremonial greetings called "poroporo" which we have also
experienced.
"After evening prayer in the meeting house, which was preceded but the singing of a hymn,
and the reading of a chapter in the Bible, the gathering was turned into a genuine Maori "poroporo"
during which numerous speeches of welcome were made, chiefly directed to Elder Gardner and
myself, to which we briefly responded; but as every leading man present seemed to have something
to say, the meaning was prolonged till about 11 o'clock in the night. This did not mean that all
present kept awake that time; many slept, and some even snored. Even we missionaries were half
asleep part of the time, and no doubt I should have gone far into dreamland had not one of the
Elders paid particular attention to me by whispering a translation of the speeches in my ear as they
were being delivered. At length the last speaker was through, and we Elders, after shaking hands
with all who were not asleep, betook us to our quarters on the hill, where we slept comfortably
during the night."
Another issue he had to deal with as he collected and organized historical records was the
difficulty of keeping track of natives who kept changing their names.
"In culling from the records I experienced great difficulties in keeping track of Maori
natives. The natives of New Zealand are in the habit of changing their names repeatedly in the
course of a little time; and thus we often find that a native has been baptized in one name, ordained
to some office in the Priesthood in another, and perhaps set apart to preside over a branch in still
another name. I have used my utmost influence against this practice, both in public and in private
and instructed all records keepers to see that these mixtures of names do not occur in the future, as
such as practice would almost destroy the value of records for historical purposes. Another trouble
that I have also encountered is that a number of Elders from Zion have been guilty of writing their
names in half a dozen different ways, thus making it impossible to trace them without an
interpreter".
By the end of his tour of the branches north of Auckland Jenson says he quickly learned to
love the Maori people and described their hospitality toward him.
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"Thus ended my introductory visit to the Maori people, to whom I at once became attached,
because of their full heartedness and love for the Gospel and the servants of the Lord who are
preaching it to them. On general principles the Maoris are a hospitable people. During our sojourn
at Te Haro, they provided plenty of food for us Elders and all their other visitors three times a day.
The meeting house served as a dining hall. Nearest the wall on either side were placed mats where
the people sat during the meeting and slept at night, while the passage through the middle served
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as table at meal hours. Our food consisted of good bread, well cooked pork and mutton, a little
butter and jelly, ordinary potatoes, sweet potatoes, vegetables, etc. The hearts of the Saints were
over flowing with kindness towards us, and they gave us the best they had. The ringing of a bell
announced all meetings, prayers, and meal hour."
He often complimented the Huddart, Parker & Company steamship line for offering free
passage for Elders.
Within a month he was complimented on reading his Maori scriptures well. He compared
Maori vowel sounds to Scandinavian pronunciations and attributed his knowledge of Scandinavian
languages to helping him master Maori.
The Maori Saints at that time had a tradition of having daily morning and evening prayer
meetings.
"I will here explain once for all that Maori Saints in nearly all organized branches meet
together for prayer morning and evening in their respective meetinghouses or usual places of
worship. First a hymn is sung, and in the absence of a Latter-day Saint hymn book in the Maori
language, the Church of England hymn book is generally used, but the numbers are usually sung to
tunes which have been introduced by the Elders from Zion. Next follows a chapter from the Bible
or the Book of Mormon, the presiding officers calling upon whomsoever he will to read. This is
followed by all natives present chanting in pure Maori style an article from "Ready References"
which has recently been translated and published in the Maori language. Then comes the prayer,
which as a rule finishes the exercise; but often questions are also asked and answered, and in such
instances considerable time is consumed. Nearly all male members take part in these proceedings,
as they are called upon in turn to do so; and as a rule they cheerfully respond. In fact, most of the
members would consider it a great slight if they were not called upon in their turn to read, or pray,
or take the lead in the chanting and singing. That peculiar timidity with which every young
American or European Elder is so well acquainted, seems to be almost unknown among the Maoris,
who generally arise with an air which would indicate that they consider themselves perfectly able
to do anything in the line of singing, preaching or praying that is required of them."
Jenson noted that as was common elsewhere in the Pacific, villagers would often follow the
lead of the chief in converting or apostatizing. During the district conference held at Te Hauke in
Hawkes Bay he noted:
"Among the conference visitors was Hohepa Otene Meihana, of Taonoke, who was the first
Maori baptized in this part of the country. Most of the people in his village followed his example,
and for several years the Taonoke branch, over which he presided, was one of the best and liveliest
Maori branches in New Zealand; but he finally quarreled with the Elders from Zion which led to his
excommunication from the Church in 1892, since which, the Taonoke branch has gone down, until
it has almost ceased to exist. This circumstance serves as a good illustration of what the influence
of a Maori chief means. The Maori people are great sticklers for the right of their rangatiras or
chiefs. Whatever an influential chief does is generally endorsed by his people. Hence if a great chief
embraces the Gospel, numbers of his people will generally follow; and on the other hand, as in the
case of Hohepa Otene Maihana, if a chief is severed from the Church, it often means the dissolution
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of a whole branch, or the turning away of most of the people in his village. The probability is that
this particular chief will soon return to the Church which undoubtedly would mean the resurrection
of the Taonoke branch."
Jenson liked to walk around the cities he visited, ascend heights to get views, and visit
museums and libraries. He mentions this consistently in the European cities where there were
generally no members to visit During a stopover in Christchurch he hiked to the summit between
Christchurch and Lyttleton to admire the view and also in Dunedin he got permission to ascend the
tower of city hall to survey the city.
After a cottage meeting at Te Horo in the Wairau district of the South Island some drunks
started a riot outside the hall and the elders had to prepare to defend themselves.
" Immediately after the meeting was closed we noticed considerable rustling and heard
some boisterous talk on the outside, and in going to the door we saw three drunken Maoris with
bared arms, clinched fists and desperate looks attacking some of the Saints who had attended
meeting. They pretended to have a grievance to settle with the Elders, one of whom they accused of
having told a saloon keeper in Havelock not to sell whisky to the Maoris, which accusation was
without foundation in fact, as our Elders do not associate with saloon keepers in Havelock or any
other "lock" The Saints generally taking the part of the Elders, a general row and fight ensued, and
for about an hour there was a regular war of words and muscles going on, the like of which none of
our Elders present had ever seen before in all Maoridom. Both men and women participated
before the fight was over; and several men were knocked violently to the ground and severely
beaten, but no limbs were broken and only a little blood spilt, as no sharp instruments nor fire arms
were used. After trying in vain to act as peacemakers we Elders retired to a corner by ourselves
and formed a little group of our own, determined to defend ourselves as best we could, should we
be attacked. One of the drunks made a rush at one of our number whom they accused of being the
one who had talked with the saloon keeper, but Maori friends interfered and the assailant was
knocked down. While the fight was on, the excitement ran very high. Some of the combatants on
both sides looked desperate indeed; women and children ran to and fro crying, and the air was sent
by the terrible threats, oaths and uncouth language that the drunken crowd indulged in. Finally, the
intoxicated parties were drawn off; and nonmembers, who were wiser and better than many of the
rest, suggested that they settle their difficulties by engaging in some friendly games. This broke the
spell, and peace was finally restored. The whole affair seemed to be an attempt on the part of the
adversary to break up our conference and destroy the good influence and happy feelings that we
were so anxious to produce wherever we went."
In the early days of the Church one of the assignments of the deacons was to patrol the
congregation, especially during long and/or boring meetings and poke sleepers with a long stick
During a district meeting in Papawai, near Carterton on Christmas Eve Jenson describes the scene.
"This was the largest meeting I have ever attended in New Zealand or anywhere else, and
toward the latter end of it, it kept the Deacons busy most of the time poking away at the sleepers
with their long sticks. Whenever these officers of which there were quite a number in active service,
saw anyone dozing off or even nodding, they would step up close to the sleeper, and if this was not
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sufficient to awaken him, they would apply the point of the stick to the limbs, body or head of the
sleeper, until an awakening necessarily was affected. Our Deacons in Zion might learn profitable
lessons from their Maori brethren as to how people can most successfully be kept awake when they
are being addressed by tedious, long-winded speakers."
Elder Jenson and President Gardner had an eventful Christmas Day during district
conference in the Wairarapa district. The district conference was hosted by Tamahau, a friendly
non-member chief. After appropriate speeches in the morning 270 people sat down to eat
Christmas dinner. Twice during dinner messengers came to try to get Tamahau and his family to
leave and come to the Anglican service. The chief became annoyed and told the messengers he
much preferred the company and teachings of the Mormons. The afternoon was filled with games.
After supper and evening prayer a long "poroporo aki" was held which the local Maori Anglican
minister attended and he complimented the elders on their work with the natives.
Elder Jenson was happy to note the LDS missionaries had an exemplary reputation amongst
the natives, especially in their relationships with the opposite sex.
"It is also a pleasing fact to record that of all the Elders who have labored among the Maoris
during the past twelve years, not one of them is known to have transgressed or committed himself
with woman. And this has become one of the distinctive features of the Mormon missionary; it
being so different to the experience of the Maoris with other white men who have come among
them. Elder Bartlett, of the Bay of Islands district, related an instance where a Maori family was
visited by two of our missionaries, and stopped over night when the man of the house was away
from home. A neighboring woman, a non-member, who happened to call in and who saw the Elders
here remarked to the woman of the house how she dared keep these men in her house while her
husband was away. "You don't understand," was the reply. "These are Mormon missionaries. They
are not like other men, but more like God. No greater insult could be offered them than for a
woman to make unchaste advances to them."
While visiting Rotorua, Jenson and an Elder Linford wanted to go see the devastation caused
by a recent volcanic eruption and thought nothing of starting a 22 mile round-trip hike on foot at
3pm after the local stable master told them it was too late in the day to start such a long journey on
his horses. They proceeded to hike to the site of the village of Wairoa that was buried by the
eruption of Mount Terawera in 1886. Amongst the ruined houses were cherry trees that had
survived and provided a welcomed snack. Jenson relates that they arrived back at their hotel at
10pm and slept well.
At the end of his tour Jenson relates an anecdote about how the elders sometimes had to
compete with the livestock for their meals.
"Sometimes their meals are served to them on the green grass out of doors, on which
occasions they often have to wage a general warfare with pigs, canines and fowls which generally
roam about at pleasure, seeking what food they can find around the houses, and especially when
meals are served out of doors. On such occasions it is no uncommon occurrence for some member
of the quadruped family to steal up to the dish intended for the human party of the household, and
lay hold of some delicious joint or eat up the food altogether in a moment when it is not properly
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guarded. A story is told of a good Maori sister who had cooked for herself an extraordinarily nice
fowl, which she was preparing to eat on the green. She closed her eyes and asked a good long
blessing; but what was her astonishment when she had finished her prayer, to discover her pet dog
standing some distance away with her favorite fowl half-eaten. Often one Elder has to watch and
keep pigs away, while the other prays or asks the blessing. I am not referring to these things in the
light of ridicule; but simply to show some of the little odd experiences which some of the Elders
laboring among the semi-civilized people of the Pacific islands have to pass through."
In his last letter from New Zealand on January 23 rd, 1896 at the conclusion of his nearly four
month tour Elder Jenson summarized his observations of New Zealand and the Church as follows:
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"I have now visited every district and nearly all the principal branches of the mission, and I
have learned to love the Maori people, who notwithstanding their peculiarities and ficklemindness,
possess characteristics which any Saints might be proud of. Their devotion to God and their religion
and their love for the brethren who as the saints of God have brought them the true Gospel is so
practical in its nature that a great many members of the Church in Zion could learn very important
lessons in that regard, and in a great many other respects, from their dark-skinned brethren and
sisters in Maoridom. The Maoris are naturally a praying people. Usually where there is an organized
branch of the Church, all the members of the branch meet together morning and night for prayer,
and they also attend their public meetings, both on Sundays and week days with a regularity which
would put the members in many American and European branches to shame."
Though Andrew Jenson was a good historian, careful to record the facts, and he could be an
entertaining writer along the vein of Mark Twain he exhibits some of the prejudices of his times in
terms of colonialism and racism. Although the Church stood out and was noted for its inclusion of
local, even "native" members in its organizational leadership, it still had a ways to go to make that
barrier disappear.
As we attempt to document Church history in the Pacific we have a wealth of missionary
diaries and other sources but I think Andrew Jenson stands out as a unique source of information
from the hand of a professional historian. I am compiling all his letters from the Pacific portion of
his mission into a book with as many photos and maps that I can find to provide a survey of the
Church in the Pacific in the 1890s.
Andrew Jenson served as Assistant Church Historian for 44 years and completed 10
missions. He calculated he traveled over one million miles, visited every continent except Antarctica
and every mission but South Africa. We are deeply indebted to him for a great deal of history and
understanding of our Church in those early years, especially in the Pacific.
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